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CHAPTER 6: 
Water Programs  
 
 
The goal of the Water Programs is to protect the surface and groundwater resources for all 
purposes in Nebraska.  This chapter describes the programs administered by the Water Divisions, 
including: petroleum remediation programs, surface water and groundwater monitoring and 
assessment programs, water quality planning, agriculture programs, wastewater permitting and 
certification programs, financial assistance programs, and drinking water programs.  
 
 

Petroleum Remediation Program 

 
  Activities regarding the Petroleum Remediation Program 
involve two interrelated areas:  
 

1. Overseeing the investigation and cleanup of petroleum 
contamination resulting from leaking above-ground and 
underground storage tanks as well as other sources such 
as pipeline leaks and transportation spills; and  

2. Administering a financial assistance program for persons 
responsible for investigation and cleanup costs due to 
petroleum releases from tanks.  

 
 
Investigation and Cleanup 
 
 The first step in the Petroleum Remediation Program is the review of tank removal 
assessment reports or other documentation to determine whether contamination exists.  If 
contamination is present, NDEE decides whether more investigation and cleanup are required. 
NDEE also determines whether parties who caused the contamination are available and financially 
capable of assuming responsibility.  

 
 In the event these reports indicate a threat to 
health, safety, or the environment, NDEE 
requires a detailed study of the affected 
groundwater and soil to discover the severity of 
the contamination, direction of groundwater 
flow, and potential water supplies or other 
points of exposure that may be impacted. 
Program staff review these reports to 
determine if cleanup is needed and issue a 
public notice of their decision. Staff review 
remedial actions throughout the project and 
determine when sufficient cleanup has been 
accomplished.  
 

Diesel spill near Mead 
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 The program has incorporated Risk-Based Corrective Action (RBCA) procedures into 
regulations and accompanying guidance. The RBCA process allows for the evaluation of all 
petroleum release sites based on the risk they pose to human health and the environment. Those 
that pose no significant risk are closed; those that pose significant risk are prioritized for further 
work. Since 1999, the program has been collecting site-specific information needed for Tier 1, the 

first step in the RBCA process. Sites that fail Tier 1 are 
activated for Tier 2, 
which is a more 
detailed investigation 
and the next step in 
the RBCA process. 
In FY19, 138 Tier 1 
investigations and 21 
Tier 2 investigations 
were initiated. If sites 
fail Tier 2, they are 
normally scheduled 
for cleanup.  
 

Financial Assistance ï Petroleum Release Remedial Action Reimbursement Fund 
 

When contamination has been found at a site, and the NDEE has determined that more 
investigation and/or cleanup is required, NDEE will also determine the ñresponsible person.ò This 

term refers primarily to those who owned or 
operated the tank or other source when the leak 
occurred. Those who are determined to be a 
responsible person may be eligible for 
reimbursement through the Petroleum Release 
Remedial Action Reimbursement Fund.  

The Fund 
was created by 
the Legislature 
in order to help 
tank owners 
pay for the 
costs 

associated with assessing and cleaning up any petroleum 
releases from tanks as well as meet the $1 million financial 
responsibility requirement established for underground storage 
tanks. Costs for both underground and above-ground tank 
releases are eligible for reimbursement. The programôs 

activities in this area include receiving and processing 
applications for reimbursement from the fund and 
subsequently issuing reimbursements for eligible 
costs. To assist applicants, the program developed a 
guideline entitled "Reasonable Rates Schedule and 
Reimbursement Guidance Manual" which is available 
on the web site.   

Revenue was just over $12 million in FY19.  
During the year, NDEE reimbursed about $3.2 million 
to responsible persons for work done at 168 different 
sites, and $4.3 million was spent to clean up orphan 
sites.  An additional $1.2 million of revenue was 

Massive excavation in Superior 
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transferred to NDEEôs Superfund program according to legislation passed last year.  As of June 
30, 2019, over $236 million has been disbursed since the program began.   
 
Responsible Person Sites 
 
 For the last several years, there have been hundreds of 
sites where the responsible person is known, but NDEE did 
not require work to begin.  These were lower priority sites, 
and there was not sufficient funding to reimburse potential 
costs under the Reimbursement Fund.  The sites were placed 
on a waiting list (backlogged) until funding was available.  
NDEE has worked steadily in the last several years to bring 
that list to zero.  By November 2018, there were no more 
responsible person sites waiting on NDEE to require and 
approve work.  Now when new spills are reported, they are 
worked on immediately with no waiting required.  This helps speed property transactions and 
redevelopment. 
 
   
  

Active leak in Chadron 
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 ñOrphanò Sites 

 
In situations involving "orphan" 

sites (sites where there is no viable 
responsible person), investigation and 
remediation costs are paid with 
federal and/or state funds. In FY2019, 
48 orphan sites were activated for 
investigation and/or cleanup using 
State contractors.  At the end of FY19, 
there were 320 orphan sites 
backlogged and not yet investigated.  
  
 
 
 
Equipment Reuse 
 
 As sites are undergoing cleanup, NDEE pays for the purchase 
of remediation equipment.  When sites are cleaned up and closed, 

NDEE seeks to reuse that 
equipment at other sites.  Since 
June 2005, NDEE has reused 
hundreds of pieces of equipment, 
thus greatly reducing the need to 
buy new equipment.  This reuse 
program has saved Nebraska 
taxpayers over $5.5 million in new 
equipment costs and allowed that 
money to be used for cleanup of 
additional sites.   
 

 
 
 
Voluntary Remedial Action 
 
 Responsible persons are able to perform 
voluntary remedial action prior to NDEE's approval 
of their plans and still be eligible for reimbursement 
consideration in the future.  This allows sites to 
move forward on their own initiative.  To date, 234 
suspended or backlogged leaking underground 
storage tank sites have been closed based on 
voluntary submittals.   
  

Large orphan site excavation in Minatare 

Some of the inventory of remediation 
trailers waiting to be reused 

Petroleum on ground water in tank excavation in 

Lincoln's developing Telegraph District 
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Water Quality Monitoring and Assessment Programs 
 
Surface Water Assessment Programs 
 

Staff working with the Surface Water 
Monitoring and Assessment programs 
collect physical, chemical, and biological 
water quality samples from streams and 
lakes, implement surface water 
improvement projects, and prepare 
surface water quality reports.  Some 
monitoring programs collect stream and 
lake samples throughout the state; 
however, most monitoring is focused in 
one to three major river basins each year 
in conjunction with a rotating basin 
monitoring strategy. Monitoring data are 
used to document existing water quality 
conditions, assess the support of 
beneficial uses (such as aquatic life, 
recreation, and public drinking water supply), and prioritize water quality problems.  Current 
monitoring partners include the Natural Resources Districts (NRDs), Nebraska Public Power District 
(NPPD), U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Nebraska Game and Parks Commission 
(NGPC), University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL), Central District Health Department (CDHD), and 
United States Geological Survey (USGS). 

 
Each year, surface water samples are collected at hundreds of locations across the state 

resulting in over 36,000 individual field measurements and laboratory analyses.   
 
NDEEôs surface water monitoring programs have different purposes.  Brief descriptions of the 
basin monitoring strategy, as well as other water quality monitoring programs, are provided below.  
Additionally, a more detailed overview of the programs are provided in the Departmentôs annual 
publication Water Quality Monitoring Report available online. 
 
 

Basin Rotation Monitoring Program 

¶ One to three river basins per year; 

¶ Intensive monitoring of flowing waters 
(rivers and streams); 

¶ In 2019, the Loup and Middle Platte 
River basins were sampled; 

¶ Typically 30-45 sampling locations, 
weekly during the summer.   
 

 

Canoeing at Holmes Lake, Lincoln 
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Six-year basin rotation monitoring schedule 

Ambient Stream Monitoring Program 
¶ Network of 101 fixed stations; 
¶ Main stem and tributary streams; 
¶ Thirty-four parameters analyzed at each network location during each sampling event; 
¶ Collected monthly, year round. 

 
Locations of NDEQ Ambient Stream Monitoring Program sites 
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Public Beach Monitoring Program ð  
¶ Nebraska is on the forefront of national sampling and 

public notification for Harmful Algal Bloom (HAB) events; 
¶ Also known as blue-green algae; 
¶ Up to 54 public beaches sampled weekly during the 

summer months; 
¶ Samples analyzed for E. coli bacteria and the microcystin 

toxin;   
¶ Risks to humans come from external exposure 

(prolonged contact with skin) and from swallowing the 
water; 

¶ Symptoms from ingestion can include headaches, 
nausea, muscular pains, central abdominal pain, diarrhea 
and vomiting.  Severe cases could include seizures, liver 
failure and respiratory arrest.  The severity of the illness 
is related to the amount of water ingested, and the 
concentrations of the toxins; 

¶ Children, because of their smaller body size, are at risk 
for more intensive symptoms; 

¶ Results and beach alerts are issued each week during 
the summer on a Listserve and NDEEôs web site.  Signs 
are posted at affected beaches 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Harmful Algal Bloom (HAB) at Willow Creek Reservoir, Pierce County 


